INTRODUCTION
Toxoplasma gondii is an intracellular protozoan parasite of mammals and birds. This pathogen commonly infects also marine mammals, e.g. sea otters and cetaceans (dolphins, porpoises and whales), causing central nervous system impairment, behavioural changes, abortion and foetal or neonatal death (Dubey et al, 2003; Miller, 2008) . Although infection by T. gondii appears to be widespread in marine mammal species, information on epidemiology, biology, genetics and pathogenic potential is still incomplete. With the aim to enhance our knowledge on T. gondii, this work provides molecular evidence for toxoplasmosis in the brain tissue from five striped dolphins (Stenella coeruleoalba) found stranded in 2007-2008 along the Ligurian Sea coast of Italy. These animals showed a more or less severe, subacute to chronic, non purulent, multifocal meningo-encephalitis. Additionally, the cerebral parenchyma of 2 dolphins harboured protozoan cysts and zoites which were immunohistochemically linked to T. gondii (Di Guardo et al, 2010 ; Figure 1 ). Consequently, a preliminary molecular investigation was undertaken to confirm the presence of the protozoan in these animals. 
DISCUSSION
This study confirms the presence of T. gondii in marine mammals and is a starting point to elucidate the pathogenic role that such protozoan can exert on free-ranging cetaceans, thereby potentially affecting the conservation status of already endangered species and populations. Additionally, at the light of the zoonotic potential expressed by this parasite, it would be desirable to conduct further studies aimed at understanding the epidemiology of the infection in aquatic mammals and, consequently, at reducing the risk of transmission to humans. These studies should be particularly focused on the pathogenicity and distribution of T. gondii genotypes circulating among cetaceans (with special emphasis on pelagic species such as striped dolphins), in order to monitor and prevent infection in these species, as well as in human beings. 
